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Chance of showers: High 76, Low 64 


Nick Tullier is one of thousands with severe brain injuries who each year 
are wrongly labeled unconscious. For a shot at recovery, a few come to Houston, 
where families often learn their loved ones are still 
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By Mike Hixenbaugh | Photography by Mark Mulligan 


anielle McNicoll 

wheeled her fian- 

cé into his hospital 

room after physi- 

cal therapy, then 

turned his power 
chair to face a mirror and ran her 
fingers through his hair. He never 
would have let it get this long, she 
thought. 

“Are you ready for a trim, Nick?” 
Danielle said as she pulled outa set 
of electric clippers. 

Nick Tullier stared back at his 
reflection, expressionless. 

He still looked like the man 
she'd met four years earlier, when 
he was a regular at her salon in 
Baton Rouge, La. Nick, a sheriff’s 
deputy, would show up after his 
shift every other Friday, still in his 
uniform, and ask for Danielle by 
name. She started dressing up on 
days she knew he'd be there. 

They flirted, dated, then fell in 
love. “I feel like there’s a big mag- 
net between us,” she’d told him 


early on, “just drawing us togeth- 
er.” 

Then, last summer, she thought 
she’d lost him. He and five others 
were gunned down by a former 
Marine and black separatist who 
had come from Missouri to Loui- 
siana to kill cops. Nick was one 
of three who survived, but just 
barely. The doctors who saved his 
life told his family he would never 
regain consciousness. One sug- 
gested removing his feeding tube, 
to help speed the inevitable. 

Now, nearly a year later, Dani- 
elle flicked on the clippers and 
moved them gently across Nick’s 
scalp, taking extra care as she 
trimmed the left side of his head, 
where a bullet had exploded 
through his skull. 

“Nick is very particular about 
his hair,” she said a minute later, 
snipping a quarter-inch off the top 
with scissors. 

She talks about him like that, in 
the present tense, but it’s impos- 


Firstina 
four-part series 
Deputy Nick Tullier’s 
doctors and family try to 
assess his prospects after a 
shooting leaves him with 
brain damage. 


Part2 
Houston doctor begins 
painstaking work to restore 
his “minimally conscious” 
patient. 


Part3 
For Nick, months of rehab 
yield steady but fragile 
progress. 
Part4 
New understanding 
reignites a decades-old 
debate: What isa life worth 
living? And who decides? 


» Additional patient 
stories, videos and photos 
at houstonchronicle. 
com/aliveinside 


Danielle McNicoll trims fiancé 
Nick Tullier’s hair in his room 
at TIRR Memorial Hermann. 


sible to know how Nick’s former 
thoughts and desires square with 
the man he is today. The Nick who 
survived. 

When he arrived at this Hous- 
ton rehabilitation hospital a few 
months after the shooting, a neu- 
ropsychologist quickly determined 
he wasn’t in a coma or a vegetative 
state, as previously thought, but 
was drifting in the netherworld 
between consciousness and brain 
death. He knew who he was and 
where he was but could do little to 
show it. 

The revelation amazed Danielle 
and Nick’s parents, even if they 
weren't sure what it meant. Doctors 
here, at TIRR Memorial Hermann, 
are among the best in the country 
at treating patients with so-called 
disorders of consciousness. But 
even they couldn’t say how much 

Alive continues on A14 


GOP 
assures 
unity on 
tax plan 


Leaders see little 
to stop delivery of 
a consensus bill 
for Trump to sign 


By Jim Tankersley 
and Alan Rappeport 
NEW YORK TIMES 


WASHINGTON — Con- 
gressional Republicans, 
buoyed by the Senate’s ap- 
proval early Saturday of 
a landmark tax overhaul, 
expressed confidence that 
final legislation will be 
sent to President Donald 
Trump by the end of this 
month. 

While the tax bills ap- 
proved by the House and 
Senate diverge in signifi- 
cant ways, the same forces 
that rocketed the measures 
to passage appear likely to 
bond Republicans in the 
two chambers as they work 
to hash out the differences. 

Republicans passed 
their sweeping tax over- 
haul through the Senate 
just before 2 a.m. Saturday, 
two weeks after the House 
passed its own measure. 
The Senate vote was 51-49, 
with every Republican but 
one — Sen. Bob Corker of 
Tennessee — in favor. Sen- 
Democrats continues on A21 


400,000 

Texas kids 
face loss of 
health care 


State running out 
of money unless 
Congress acts 


By Alejandra Matos 


AUSTIN — Nearly 
400,000 Texas children 
could lose health care cov- 
erage in late January unless 
Congress renews funding 
for the Children’s Health 
Insurance Program, a 
decades-old program that 
provides health care to mil- 


Parks nonprofit sees groundswell of a aa after Harvey 


lions of children across the 
country. 

Texas officials have 
asked the federal govern- 


Bayou Greenways during a helicopter tour of 
project c ontinues the Houston Parks Board’s 
j - expansive Bayou Green- 
to connect trails ways 2020 project. 
Flying low and slow 
By Molly Glentzer along eight bayous that 


John H. Duncan Sr. has 
lived in Houston 90 years, 
but he felt he was seeing 
the city for the first time 
one crisp morning this fall 


snake through dense 
neighborhoods, commer- 
cial clusters and strings 
of industrial complexes, 
Duncan could see the dev- 
astating effects of Hurri- 


cane Harvey: Flood debris 
still littered streets. The 
eroded, silt-covered banks 
of Buffalo Bayou, espe- 
cially, looked like wide, de- 
serted beaches. 

He was more surprised 
to see how green the city 
appeared. 

“I was just astounded 
how much prettier the city 

Harvey continues on A20 


Melissa Phillip / Houston Chronicle 
The Sims Bayou Hike and Bike Trail is seen during a 
Houston Parks Board’s Bayou Greenways 2020 tour. 


ment for $90 million to 
keep CHIP alive through 
February, but without that 
funding, letters could go 
out later this month from 
state officials alerting par- 
ents that their children’s 
benefits could be at risk. 
Congress allowed the 
program to expire on Sept. 
30, leaving Texas and other 
Texas continues on A21 
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